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Chapter 6: Solitude 


‘Sorry, Ms. Goto invited me out tonight. So I'll have 
dinner with her.’ 

I noticed I had a message from Mr. Yoshida the moment 
the pot of meat and potato stew finished cooking. Although 
this left me feeling slightly conflicted, I was simply grateful 
that he'd gotten in touch with me. I had no right to control 
his actions in the first place. 

‘Got it! Have fun!' I replied. 

I assumed Mr. Yoshida must be feeling guilty about 
skipping dinner with me, so I wanted my text to give the 
impression that I didn't mind at all. 

I put my phone back into the pocket of my sweatpants 
and lifted the lid off the pot. The white steam that wafted 
out of it was accompanied by a gentle, salty scent, which 
drifted up my nose and straight down into my stomach. 

"This looks good." 

I said to myself as I took a single piece of potato out of 
the pot with the cooking chopsticks. I blew on it before 
taking a bite. The flavor of the soup base and the aroma of 
the dried bonito stock I added a bit of to the mix greeted 


my nostrils. 


"This turned out so delicious..." 

With a nod, I turned off the stove, then sat down in the 
hallway kitchen. 

The scent of the stew filling the hallway made my 
stomach growl, but I wasn't in the mood to have dinner 
right away. 

“Poor Mr. Yoshida, missing out on a meat and potato 
stew as good as this..." 

I muttered quietly, snickering to myself. Then, I 
immediately found myself letting out a sigh. 

Mr. Yoshida would be eating dinner with Ms. Goto, the 
object of his affections, right about now. They might be 
going to some fancy restaurant, or perhaps they will choose 
some barbecue spot like they went to before. 

Come to think of it, I had no idea what Mr. Yoshida was 
like outside of the house; what face did he put on for work, 
what kind of relationships did he foster, and how did he 
entertain himself? 

There would be countless ways he could express 
himself to others that I would have no idea about. 

When Mr. Yoshida looked at me, all he saw was a child. 
It pained me that he didn't recognize me as the 'woman' | 
was. This wasn't necessarily a bad thing; that was the 


reason that we were able to live so well together, and it was 


an aspect of him that let his personality shine through the 
most. However, as a pubescent girl, the fact that he was not 
interested in me as a woman in the slightest was a complex 
thing to deal with. 

If only I was Ms. Goto... 

For some reason, I found myself pondering on that 
idea. 

If my body were like Ms. Goto's, would Mr. Yoshida put 
his hands on me? Mr. Yoshida told me before that her 
breasts were bigger than mine. Mine were actually pretty 
big for my age, though. If these weren't enough to arouse 
Mr. Yoshida, I couldn't help but wonder what kind of 
monster-sized breasts Ms. Goto must have had. 

I wondered what kind of looks Mr. Yoshida gave Ms. 
Goto. Try as I might, I couldn't imagine what they would be 
like. 

However, envisioning the face he made when he looked 
at her did make me feel a little gloomy inside. I was certain 
that this didn't stem from romance or love or anything like 
that, and yet, the possibility of him looking at someone else 
in a way that he didn't look at me made me feel deeply 
uncomfortable. 

"I just don't get it..." 


I grumbled, resting my head against the hallway wall. 


I knew that I'd changed in a lot of ways since coming to 
Mr. Yoshida's, and I couldn't tell whether or not it was a 
good thing. 

However, I knew that I felt much more at peace with 
myself than I had before. That was the only thing I was 
certain about. 

And the person who'd made me feel that way was none 
other than Mr. Yoshida. 

He'd given me all he could, then told me to do whatever 
I liked. That's why I didn't want to impede on his freedom 
in life, either. I tried to cause as little trouble for him as 
possible. I tried to support him as much as possible. I 
decided that that was how I was going to live for a little 
while. 

I opened the rice cooker, and the faint scent of the 
freshly-made rice followed the steam that came flowing out 
of it. 

I scooped some rice into my bowl—the one that was 
meant for guests until I moved in—and ladled some meat 
and potato stew into the slightly-concaved side plate. 

I had actually thought to make another vegetable-based 
dish as well, but I lost interest in cooking the moment I 


found out Mr. Yoshida wouldn't be coming home. I didn't 


mind only having one dish and rice if I was only cooking for 
myself. 

“Time to eat." 

I clasped my hands together, picked up my chopsticks, 
and brought some meat and potato stew to my mouth. It 
was pretty delicious, if I did say so myself. The corners of 
my mouth naturally turned up for a moment, then drooped 
down again almost immediately. 

Good stuff. 

Whenever I cooked something that I knew was good, 
Mr. Yoshida always told me that. He never failed to let me 
know what he thought about my cooking each and every 
time I made something. He didn't wax lyrical about the 
ingredients or the seasonings like some food critic from a 
cooking show, but his simple feedback was enough to make 
me happy. 

I put some meat and potato stew in my mouth and 
chewed on a little. 

Then, I took a mouthful of white rice. 

As I continued to eat in silence, I began to taste the 
stew's flavor getting weaker and weaker. 

"Wait, what?" 

I grumbled to myself. 

"It doesn't taste like it should." 


This empty feeling was familiar to me. It reminded me 
of being back in Hokkaido... 


Your omelets are always so good, Sayu-chan. 


An old friend's voice played back in my mind. 

The moment this memory came back to me, 
goosebumps sprung up on my back, and I broke out in a 
cold sweat. 

I rushed into the bathroom before another thought 
could enter my head. 

",..Blegh." 

I immediately threw up the stew and rice I had just 
eaten into the toilet. 

My throat felt like it was burning, and yet my stomach 
felt like it was freezing cold. I couldn't stop trembling. 

Somehow, my breathing steadily returned to normal 
and my nausea subsided, so I flushed the toilet. 

I slowly got to my feet, but my toes felt a little numb, so 
I couldn't really tell if they were actually touching the 
ground. 

So this is how it is. 

Even though I've ran away this far, I couldn't escape my 


past. 


Every time I recalled that dear friend of mine, I was 
overcome by an unavoidable nausea. 

But why had I suddenly thought of her? She hadn't 
come to mind once since I moved in with Mr. Yoshida. 

And then, the answer finally came to me in a flash. 

It was because Mr. Yoshida wasn't here today. On top of 
that, I'd become accustomed to the lifestyle I was leading, 
so I wasn't as overwhelmed by the things around me 
anymore. 

Had Mr. Yoshida come home like he normally did, this 
never would have happened. 

This thought made me sigh. 

“Nothing's really changed after all..." 

I always told others that everything was my fault, 
whereas deep inside, I was putting the blame on everyone 


else. 


Having lost all of my appetite, I took a plastic bottle of 
barley tea from the fridge and took a couple sips. That was 
when the cellphone I'd left on the desk in the living room 
began to buzz. The only contact I had on the messaging app 
is Mr. Yoshida; the only reason my phone would be going 


off was because he had got in touch with me. 


I glanced at the clock on the wall and realized that it 
had been no more than an hour since I received the 
message from Mr. Yoshida saying that he wouldn't be home 
for dinner. 

It was still too early for him to be coming home. He was 
eating out with a woman, after all; it was only natural that 
they'd drag out their meal for as long as possible. 

I looked at my phone screen and saw a message 
notification from Mr. Yoshida. 

‘Sorry this is really last minute, but...' 

It was only a notification, so the rest of the message 
was cut off in the preview. I swiped the screen to open the 
messaging app. 

What I saw when I opened the conversation with Mr. 
Yoshida immediately made my eyes open wide with shock. 

‘Sorry this is really last minute, but I'm bringing Ms. 
Goto over tonight.’ 

...Bringing her over? 

To this house? 

I felt a sharp pain in my chest. 

This was an adult man bringing home the woman he 
longed for. It wasn't hard to imagine that he wasn't simply 


bringing a guest over for a visit. 


As upset as this news made me, I had no intention of 
opposing Mr. Yoshida's decision. 

‘Oh! Should I go stay someplace else tonight, then?’ 

I typed out this quick message, before putting the 
phone back on the table. 

Then, I stumped down on the desk beside it. 

Mr. Yoshida...in this house... 

I almost imagined the details of it for a moment and 
banged my head against the table. 

"I'm such an idiot. That's his business." 

Why was it making me so upset? 

Mr. Yoshida might have been starting something with 
the woman he'd spent years longing for. Shouldn't I have 
been happy for him? 

But... 

It wasn't long before I was overcome by anxiety. 

If Mr. Yoshida and Ms. Goto got into a romantic 
relationship, my presence would almost certainly be an 
impediment to them. It would be practically impossible for 
him to hide me from her, and he wouldn't be able to call her 
over whenever he pleased. 

That would mean... 

Ten 


"I guess I'll be thrown out again..." 


Saying these words out loud made my chest tighten. 

And yet, despite that misery, the image of Mr. Yoshida's 
smile—that shy one that he occasionally showed me—came 
to mind. 

If Mr. Yoshida were able to keep his smile without me 
around, that might be enough for me. 

That was the thought I'd settled on. 

The phone on the table began to buzz again, so I got up 
to look at the message on the screen. 

‘No, it's not like that...’ 

When I read the rest of the message, my mind went 
blank. 


‘Ms. Goto says she wants to meet you.’ 


"Huh?" 

A hysterical exclamation escaped me. 

How did Ms. Goto know about me? No, the only 
possible explanation was that Mr. Yoshida had decided to 
tell her about me. Be that the case, how did he explain our 
situation to her? And why did she say she wanted to meet 
me? 


My mind was suddenly flooded with questions. 


I kept squirming around as these doubts swirled 
around in my mind, propping my elbows on the desk in my 
living room and recrossing my legs again and again. 

Then, at long last... 

‘If that's okay with you, Mr. Yoshida, it's okay with me.' 


It had taken me over ten minutes to reply. 


Chapter 7: Confrontation 


"It really is a tiny place, though." 

"I told you I don't care, didn't I?" 

"No, really. I think it'll be smaller than you're 
expecting." 

"It's fine, I swear." 

After we finished eating, Ms. Goto and I took the train 
to my local station. 

As we exited the ticket gates, I felt my anxiety suddenly 
start to build. I felt my stomach going cold and my pulse 
beginning to race. 

"Oh, wow! There's a movie theater!" 

"Yeah... It's been there for quite a while." 

"Do you go often?" 

“Nah, not really." 

“Hmph... A theater so close to home and you never go." 

"Do you like movies, Ms. Goto?" 

"Not really." 

"Oh, right..." 

In that case, what was the point of this conversation? 
Her reaction to seeing the theater was so extreme that I 


assumed she was a movie buff like Mishima. 


Ms. Goto looked around the station area as she 
followed me out. Her eyes then landed on the nearby 
convenience store. 

"Oh, wait. What was the girl staying at your place doing 
for dinner tonight? She's gotta be starving by now, right?" 

"Ah, nah..." 

I shook my head in denial, clenched my left hand in a 
cat's paw shape, and mimed the gesture of gripping a knife 
with my right. 

"She cooks. I'm sure she's thrown something together 
today." 

At that, Ms. Goto gave a knowing nod and side-eyed 
me. 

",..Boasting about your wife, huh?" 

"Th-that's not what I meant!!" 

"Ahaha! I'm only teasing!" 

Ms. Goto laughed in clear amusement, then began 
making her way toward the convenience store. 

“Wanna buy something?" 

"The least I can do is bring her a present." 

"Nah, she doesn't need one..." 

“And who says you get to decide that, Yoshida?" 

Ms. Goto's shoulders bobbed with laughter as she 


walked into the convenience store. I couldn't imagine Sayu 


being happy to get a gift from her at all. In fact, I could 
clearly visualize her glancing at me repeatedly with that 
troubled smile on her face upon receiving one. 

I followed Ms. Goto into the convenience store and 
found her standing in front the sweets aisle, inspecting the 
shelves. She didn't look at me, but still waved me over. 

“Does she like sweets?" 

",..I'm not sure. I don't think she hates them, at least." 

I remembered going to eat parfait with her at a chain 
restaurant one time. I couldn't tell whether or not she liked 
it by her reaction, but it didn't look like she was displeased, 
either. 

"Then, maybe something with cream in it might please 
her?" 

"I don't know..." 

“Or maybe ice cream?" 

"I wonder..." 

Ms. Goto suddenly cast a fleeting glance in my 
direction. We instantly locked eyes, which left me slightly 
startled. 

“You don't really know much about her, do you?" 

Ms. Goto said casually, flashing me a bright smile. 

"Alright then. An eclair, an ice cream, and a bag of 


chips! I might as well just buy them all. As long as she likes 


one of them, I'll call it a win." 

“You don't have to buy her that much..." 

"No, I really do! I'm the one who's intruding, so I've 
gotta bring her something that pleases her." 

Ms. Goto said cheerfully, adding snack after snack to 
her handbasket. 

By the looks of things, she hadn't been listening to me 
at all. Or... 

What Ms. Goto had said a few minutes earlier came to 
mind. 

You don't really know much about her, do you? 

Perhaps she'd decided that nothing I could say would 
be of any use. 

Now that I thought about it, what did Sayu like and 
dislike? It felt like I didn't really know about those little 
things. 

“You gonna buy anything, Yoshida?" 

Ms. Goto called out to me, shocking me out of my 
introspection; it was only then that I realized she was 
standing right beside me. Her basket was loaded with 
items. 

"Y-yeah... I think I'll get a coffee." 

I nodded, trying to disguise how lost in thought I'd 


been, and made my way toward the drink aisle. I grabbed a 


random sweetened latte, and Ms. Goto, who was standing 
behind me, immediately snatched it from my hand. 

"Uh, what?" 

"I'm paying." 

"No, it's fine. You don't..." 

Ms. Goto cut me off and shoved her face right up in 
front of mine. This sudden change in physical proximity to 
her left me lost for words. 

"I'm inviting myself over, so it's my treat. Got it?" 

"Uh, sure..." 

I gave her a few sharp, small nods in acquiescence, and 
Ms. Goto grinned and headed toward the register. 

I watched her from behind and naturally let out a sigh. 

She really never cared about doing things at other's 
pace. 

Once she had paid, we slowly started to make our way 
toward my home. 

Had I been alone, I would have walked much faster, but 
Ms. Goto was wearing high heels. If I didn't match her 
walking pace, she would be exhausted by the time we got 
there. 

I usually made this walk alone, so having somebody 
with me and hearing the loud click-clack of their heels 


reverberate into the night air was faintly refreshing. 


"Hey, what's her name?" 

Ms. Goto asked me out of nowhere. 

"Huh?" 

"The kid's name. What should I call her?" 

"Ohh..." 

She was asking about Sayu. 

I hesitated over whether I should share her name 
without her permission, but Ms. Goto was only going to ask 
her herself anyway. 

"Her name's Sayu." 

"Sayu. Has a nice ring to it." 

Ms. Goto nodded, then opened her mouth to continue 
her line of questioning. 

"And what's her last name?" 

“Her last name? I'm not sure... I feel like I saw it when 
she showed me her school ID, but I didn't really take note 
of what it was." 

Ms. Goto immediately started sputtering with laughter. 

I turned to her to see what was wrong, but she was 
already directing a teasing look my way. 

“You were neighbors for so long, but you don't know 
her last name? That's so odd..." 

My mouth flapped open in an effort to respond, but no 


words came out. 


She'd caught me out. 

The thing I lied to Ms. Goto about when we were 
chatting at the barbecue spot was my relationship with 
Sayu. I took extra care not to let my eyes dart around the 
room, and because she didn't especially push the issue, I 
assumed that I was in the clear. 

And yet here I was, caught out; she must have 
suspected something all along. 

I gave Ms. Goto a sideways glance and saw that she 
still seemed as upbeat as ever, clacking her heels as she 
walked along the street. 

She didn't look like she was going to follow up on the 
issue of why I was unsure of Sayu's family name. She was 
simply smiling in her usual relaxed manner, making it 
impossible to tell what she was thinking. That 
mysteriousness had always been something that attracted 
me to her, but at this moment, it was uncomfortable to 
observe. 

Ms. Goto didn't touch on the subject of Sayu very much 
for the remainder of our walk and continued to make small 
talk instead. Then, before we knew it, we'd reached my 
home. 

",..Could I actually ask you to wait here a second?" 

"Hm? Why?" 


When we reached the door to my apartment and I went 
to turn the key, I suddenly chickened out. 

"It's just... I think I forgot to tidy up." 

“Huh? Didn't you tell me Sayu did the housework?" 

"No, well... She does, but what if she's missed a spot?" 

“You never know when to admit defeat, do you, 
Yoshida?" 

She smirked and placed her hand on the doorknob. I 
frantically held the door shut, to which Ms. Goto responded 
with an even more artificial smile. She was grinning. Then, 
she grabbed hold of the doorknob with both hands and 
wrenched open the door with all her might. This was 
completely unexpected. I had been holding the door shut 
with just one hand, and this caused me to lose my grip and 
let go. The front door suddenly swung open, and when I 
looked inside, I found Sayu standing in the hallway, her 
mouth gaping open. 

She looked at Ms. Goto and me in turn, then silently 
cocked her head in bewilderment. 

"I-I'm home...," I said. 

Sayu finally forced a smile and exhaled. 

“Welcome back..." 

I looked to my side and saw that Ms. Goto was the only 


one with a genuine, cheerful grin on her face. 


“Good evening, Sayu. I'm Goto." 

Ms. Goto stared at Sayu directly in the eyes as she 
introduced herself, then extended a plastic bag of groceries 
toward her. 

"Anyway, how about a snack?" 

Sayu smiled ambiguously and glanced at me. 

See? This was exactly what I predicted would happen. 

The expression on Sayu's face was almost exactly what 


I expected it would be. 








Ms. Goto followed Sayu's gaze toward me, then 
smirked. 

"So, how long do I have to stand waiting here?" 

"Oh, sorry! Come in, come in..." 

Sayu and I both looked unsure as we let Goto through 
the entryway and closed the door. 

I could feel cold sweat running down my back. 

I desperately tried to imagine what Ms. Goto was going 
to say to Sayu, but nothing sensible came to mind. 

"Do you like sweet things?" 

“Yeah, I do..." 

Ms. Goto was doing things at her own pace with a big 
grin on her face, just as she always did. Meanwhile, panic- 
struck Sayu whispered quiet responses to her questions 
and recoiled with nervousness. Standing behind them, I 
couldn't help but let out a sigh as I glanced from one to the 
other. 

K 

"Ahaha! So you're basically telling me you picked her 
up at that street post and let her stay with you? You've 
been keeping quite the secret from me all this time, 
Yoshida." 

It was the first time I had met Ms. Goto, but she was 


exactly the kind of woman Mr. Yoshida had depicted her to 


be, and she was even more difficult to read than I 
imagined. 

Neither Mr. Yoshida nor myself were able to hide 
anything from her. 

Ms. Goto spent her entire visit munching on snacks and 
overloading Mr. Yoshida and me with questions, but every 
deflection we tried to make only served to give her another 
small insight into the reality of our situation. 

At some point during this inquisition, Mr. Yoshida and I 
completely gave up and began answering her questions 
honestly. 

"Yoshida hasn't done anything weird to you, has he, 
Sayu?" 

"Hey, Ms. Goto!" 

Ms. Goto flashed a mischievous smile as she sized Mr. 
Yoshida and me up. I could see out of the corner of my eye 
that Mr. Yoshida was in a clear state of panic, and couldn't 
help but laugh. What were you so worried about, Mr. 
Yoshida? You wouldn't do anything even if I provoked you. 

"He hasn't at all. It actually surprised me." 

Ms. Goto narrowed her eyes and nodded in response. 

"It actually surprised you, huh?" 

Ms. Goto stared at me piercingly, and my eyes darted 


away in panic. Her stare was really hard to handle. It felt 


like she was peering into the depths of my soul. 

"Well, to be fair, Yoshida doesn't seem interested in 
younger women. I guess that's lucky for you too, Sayu." 

"I wouldn't have put a hand on her even if I were 
interested." 

"Oh? Are you sure about that?" 

“Hey! I'm not that kind of guy!" 

"Ahaha! I'm just kidding!" 

Ms. Goto teased Mr. Yoshida, and he only ever seemed 
to respond by getting slightly embarrassed. Their 
interactions should've brought a smile to my face. It 
showed me exactly what kind of friendship—and more— 
they'd built over their years together in their company. I 
should have found it wonderful, but for some reason, 
something about it rubbed me the wrong way. 

What were they showing me? 

When I hung my head, suppressing my gloomy 
thoughts, I sensed that Ms. Goto, who was sitting in front 
of me, had lowered her face slightly. She was peering at 
me. I looked at her and met her gaze. 

"What is it?" 

"Uh, no... It's nothing." 


“Your face says otherwise." 


The grin on Ms. Goto's face didn't budge. She tilted her 
head to the side as she maintained her stare. 

Ugh, that smile. I really wished she'd give it a rest. It 
felt like that smile of hers was concealing her true nature. 
The incomprehensible ominousness of whatever lay 
beneath steadily forced some words out of me. 

"Really, it's nothing. I think I just ate too much for 
dinner." 

I said, in an attempt to keep up appearances. Ms. Goto 
said, "I see," nodded, and asked no further questions. I was 
sure she was aware that my answer was no more than a 
stopgap, but she still didn't interrogate me any further. 
Although this was a relief, I still felt a little uneasy about it. 

“Come to mention it, what did you have?" 

Mr. Yoshida asked in order to interrupt the moment of 
silence. I looked at him appreciatively for his help, then 
opened my mouth to speak. 

“Meat and potato stew. It turned out pretty good." 

"Ohh, really? Too bad I couldn't have any when it was 
fresh." 

"For sure. Eat plenty of it for breakfast tomorrow 
morning to make up for it." 


"Sure thing." 


Ms. Goto sputtered with laughter as she listened to us 
chat to each other in the same way that we always did. 

Once her shoulders stopped shuddering with laughter, 
a bright smile appeared on her face. 

“You guys are like a couple of newlyweds." 

"C'mon, I told you to stop saying stuff like that..." 

Mr. Yoshida's reaction just made Ms. Goto fall about 
with laughter even more. She had an almost childish 
quality to her face when she was laughing. 

"I'm gonna use the bathroom." 

"Okay, we'll be here." 

Mr. Yoshida stood up and made his way down the 
hallway to the bathroom. 

Ms. Goto and I were left in the living room. 

Cold sweat started pouring out of me as I pondered 
over what we should talk about—or rather, if we still 
needed to talk at all. Ms. Goto let out a huff from her nose, 
then started talking to me quietly. 

"Hey, Sayu." 

"..Yes?" 

We locked eyes. The seemingly secretive smile that 
she'd been wearing before disappeared from her face. In its 
place was a gentle smile, and her piercing gaze felt as if 


looking straight into my soul. 


“There's something I wanted to talk about, just the two 
of us." 

"Just the two of us?" 

"Yeah." 

Ms. Goto nodded, then raised an index finger in some 
sort of meaningful gesture. 

"I have a question for you, but you must have one for 
me as well, right? So..." 

I found her all-knowing expression irritating, but she 
was right; there was something I was desperate to ask her. 
She was, in no uncertain terms, presenting me with a 
bargaining point. She was telling me that, as long as I 
provided her with the opportunity to speak to me alone, she 
would answer my question. 

She was a really cunning character. She'd left me with 
no options. 

"I'll try to make time," I said. 

Ms. Goto smirked, grinned, and lowered her head 
slightly. 

"Thanks." 

"sure..." 

I averted her gaze and waited for Mr. Yoshida to come 
back from the bathroom. It would have only been a few 


minutes, but it felt like so much longer. 


I finally heard the toilet flush, and a few moments later, 
Mr. Yoshida came out of the bathroom. I turned around and 
voiced the line I had prepared for this very moment. 

"Mr. Yoshida! Sorry, but I forgot to go buy the 
ingredients for breakfast tomorrow." 

He froze for a moment, then cocked his head and 
answered me. 

"Just toss something together using whatever we have 
in, then." 

"No, you need to have a proper breakfast." 

"Still, if you haven't gone shopping, there's not much 
else we can do about it." 

"No, I mean, that's..." 

As bad as it felt to mislead Mr. Yoshida, I put on a 
deceptive smile. 

"Do you mind going to buy them for me? It's almost 
past 10:00 pm, so I'll get taken into custody if the police 
spot me..." 

Mr. Yoshida furrowed his brow at my explanation, then 
looked at Ms. Goto and me in turn. 

"Sure, but... will you two be all right alone?" 

"We'll be fine. We're enjoying having a little chat, aren't 
we, Sayu?" 

"Uh, yeah... Yeah, it'll be fine. What do you think?" 


Ms. Goto smiled at Mr. Yoshida. I nodded, which drew a 
small sigh out of Mr. Yoshida's lips, but he still agreed. 

“What do you need?" 

"Eggs, garlic chives, and miso." 

"Got it." 

Mr. Yoshida cast another small glance toward Ms. Goto, 
grabbed his wallet and cigarettes from his work bag, which 
was set against the wall in the hallway, then headed to the 
front door. 

"I'm gonna have a smoke before I come back in, so I 
might be gone a while." 

“Gotcha. See ya soon." 

He stepped out of the entryway and closed the door 
behind him. 

Silence filled the room for a few moments. 

"Alright, then." 

Ms. Goto began to speak. I looked up and found her 
looking straight at me with that piercing gaze of hers 
again. 

"So, mind if I ask my question first?" 

"Okay." 

I nodded, and Ms. Goto cracked another smile. It was 
different from the one she'd shown me earlier, though; it 


was tinged with sadness. She opened her mouth to speak. 


"Is it true that you're a high school student?" 

"Yes." 

“Where'd you come from?" 

My words got stuck in my throat. I wondered whether I 
should tell her the truth. Either way, her eyes told me that 
she'd see right through any lie I told her. 

This wasn't a matter of whether or not to tell the truth. 
With her, being honest was the only choice I had. 

I swallowed, then began to answer. 

"I'm from... Hokkaido." 

“When did you run away from home?" 

"Over half a year ago." 

My response didn't make Ms. Goto's expression change 
in any notable way. She continued to pile on the questions 
in a straightforward manner. 

"Why did you run away from home?" 

It felt like all sorts of events that took place in 
Asahikawa were about to cross my mind, so I shook my 
head. 

".... don't wanna answer that." 

",..Okay, I understand." 

Ms. Goto nodded quietly at my reply. 

"I'm not going to ask you what caused you to run away 


from home, or how you ended up coming here." 


Ms. Goto's tone of voice was gentle; I knew she'd 
gotten a feel for my state of mind from the way I answered 
her. I was glad I didn't lie to her. It was unnerving that her 
true feelings were so hard to read, but it was evident that 
she was speaking to me with the utmost respect. There was 
no way I could be dishonest with someone who was 
treating me so respectfully. 

"Even So..." 

I could sense a slight drop in Ms. Goto's tone. 

"There's one thing I need to clear up." 

She declared, staring intently at me. I looked at her in 
the eyes, too. It felt like they could swallow me up. My 
heart was starting to race. 

"I'm a friend of Yoshida's, and a stranger to you. That 
gives me the right to ask you this." 

She began, a smirk appearing on her face. 

A moment later, this smile completely disappeared from 
her face, and she shot me a piercing, cold glare. 

“How long do you intend to stay here?" 

She asked me, cocking her head slightly as she spoke. 

My heart skipped a beat. 

I'd asked myself the same question so many times since 


I moved in with Mr. Yoshida. 


And now, she'd confronted me with that same 
unremitting question that I had left unanswered for so 


long. 


Chapter 8: Reality 


I opened my mouth to begin to speak, but I knew that I 
had nothing to say. 

I started, then shut my mouth again. A minute went by, 
or maybe even longer. Ms. Goto and I may have even spent 
five minutes in silence. 

"No answer, huh?" 

She said, breaking the silence and smiling kindly at me. 
Her tone wasn't one of reproach; she was just making sure. 

Ms. Goto looked down at the desk for a moment, as if 
she was trying to think of what to say next. 

",..Middle schoolers and high schoolers are special." 

I could see a hint of sorrow appear in Ms. Goto's eyes 
as she said this. 

“No matter how hard they may try, or how grown-up 
they try and act, a high schooler is always going to be a 
high schooler at the end of the day. As frustrating as it is, 
you can't be anything else." 

Ms. Goto continued to speak in a lilting tone without 


looking me in the eyes. 


"That's how powerful the status of being a high school 
student is." 

Then, she lifted her head up and looked my way. 

"You can go elsewhere and stop wearing the uniform, 
but you still won't be anything but a high schooler." 

Her words sharply and precisely dig away at the 
naivety in my heart. 

This was something I'd been vaguely aware of. Even 
when I abandoned my old environment and ran away to 
somewhere new, I was still treated as a high-school girl, no 
matter where I went. All the men I'd met before had sex 
with me because I was a high school girl and they thought I 
was Cute. And after that, they saw me as an inconvenient, 
runaway school-girl who had overstayed her welcome. 
That's why I ended up moving from one place to another. 
Mr. Yoshida, on the other hand, thought of me like a child 
because I was a high school girl. 

"Yoshida might let you get away with this, but society 
won't." 

Hearing Ms. Goto's words made my heart ache, but at 
the same time, I could feel the gloomy uneasiness within 
me dissipate. 

Yoshida never once asked me for what the other men 


did. He simply let me stay with him. As long as I did enough 


housework, he would never say a word about how I spent 
the rest of my time. Although this lifestyle allowed me the 
greatest peace of mind I'd experienced in my life, it also 
brought about the most doubts. 

That was significant, considering what a bad situation 
I'd escaped from. 

Was it really okay for me to have such a peaceful life? 
Could I really be allowed to live like this? 

Ms. Goto had given me my answer. 

Society would never have allowed it. 

",.. Thank you very much." 

Before I even realized what I was saying, the words had 
already escaped my lips. 

Her shoulders twitched in surprise at my response, and 
she stared at me. 

"I think...I needed someone to tell me that." 

I felt like the words were spilling out of my heart, one 
after another. 

"I wanted to run away from everything, to find comfort, 
but...at the same time, I wanted someone to tell me not to 
run away." 

Ms. Goto sat there and listened, not saying a thing. 

“Mr. Yoshida told me how strange that spoiled aspect of 


my personality was. I stayed with lots of different men 


before I came here. I...paid with my body." 

My statement made her eyes open wide for a moment, 
but then she bit her bottom lip and hung her head. 

“That's:5" 

"I really wasn't in my right mind. I let any man have me 
in exchange for a few days' stay. It even gave me a little 
pleasure, being desired by those men. But..." 

I cut myself off. 

Mr. Yoshida's face sprung to mind. 

He was the only one who didn't let me to make that 
easy choice. 

"...Mr. Yoshida never once put a hand on me. 
Actually...he once told me he'd knock some sense into me." 

"Pft!" 

This quote made Ms. Goto, who had been listening 
intently, burst out laughing. 

"I'm so sorry. I know this is no time to laugh, but...hee- 
hee!" 

She shook her head repeatedly and shuddered with 
laughter. 

"I could imagine him saying that so clearly. That's 
so...like him." 

She said, looking at me with a gentle expression on her 


face. 


“Good for you. You found a place where you can feel 
comfortable." 

"...Yeah." 

I felt myself start to well up, but managed to fight back 
the tears. 

"It sounds like Yoshida's completely accepted you. And 
you trust him, too. That was clear from the way you two 
were talking to each other." 

Ms. Goto tapped her index finger on the desk as she 
continued. 

“You can let him spoil you. There's no need to fight 
back when someone who accepts you treats you well." 

She said, standing up and sitting back down beside me. 
She then placed a hand on top of mine and squeezed it 
tightly. Her hands were cold. 

“But it doesn't matter how much Yoshida lets you get 
away with it. This'll only last for as long as society allows 
you to disappear from existence. You understand what I'm 
saying, right?" 

"I understand." 

"So you need to have a little think about it. A little think 
about...where you'll go from here." 

Ms. Goto peered at me from the seat right next to mine. 


The look in her eyes was so serious, as if she was asking 


me something important. I found myself wondering if this 
was her real personality, but that was only a hunch; I had 
no proof. 

".... was willing to do anything to escape from my past 
and from the environment I was in. Well... In a way, I'm still 
in it." 

"“Mm-hm." 

"Just remembering it makes me want to throw up, so I 
can't imagine anything worse than going back." 

"T see." 

"But...I do realize I can't go on like this. Mr. Yoshida 
can't provide for me my whole life. So..." 

I let out a slow sigh and uttered a few words, as if I was 
checking them one by one. 

"IT have to face my past." 

It was the past I never wanted to recall. 

My best friend's face came to mind, then disappeared 
again. I wanted to forget what happened, but I knew I 
shouldn't. 

"T'll...make up my mind." 

An image of my mother sprung to mind. I doubted that 
she was waiting for me to come back. 

Then I thought of my older brother. He was probably 


really worried about me. 


"I'll leave and go back to where I came from. For my 
own sake...and for Mr. Yoshida's." 

Then, I paused. I looked back at Ms. Goto, and she 
placed a hand on my shoulder. 

",..Well said." 

She said quietly, wrapping her arm around my 
shoulders. 

"If that's the way you feel, then everything will be 
alright." 

She whispered in my ear. 

"Being a high school student is an important time in 
your life. It feels like it'll last forever when you're stuck 
being one, but..." 

Her tone of voice changed. She sounded as if she was 
reflecting on her own memories while talking about 
somebody else. 

"Your high school years are actually an incredibly short 
period of your life." 

With those words, Ms. Goto moved her hand from my 
shoulder and placed it on top of my head instead. Then, she 
gently stroked my hair. 

"So face what you have to, and let people take care of 


you while you still can... Make the most of your time as a 


high schooler. You might not be attending school, but that 
doesn't make you any less of one." 

Her words slowly touched me, and I could feel my eyes 
welling up again. I didn't manage to hold back the tears 
this time; they poured out from the corners of my eyes. 

My mind was so full of contradictions. 

I wanted to run away from everything, and yet I knew I 
must not. I didn't want anyone to pay attention to me, but I 
still wanted someone to desire me. I found the status of 
being a high schooler restrictive, but was left grappling 
with the insecurity of whether or not I had retained that 
identity. 

It was all so inconsistent, and yet it was all part of my 
truth. 

Ms. Goto held me closer to her chest and continued to 
stroke my head as I cried. 

"All of the things you're feeling right now belong to 
you. Nobody else can do anything with them, and they have 
no right to, either. It's your pain and your happiness. Those 
things are your property, and yours alone." 

The gentle tone of her voice reverberated straight 
against my head. This was because of how close we were to 


each other, but it was also probably because she knew 


exactly what I wanted to hear. Everything she told me sunk 
in without the least bit of resistance. 

"So...once you've had enough of escaping...accept it all. 
That's your duty as a person, and you're right." 

",..Uh-hungh... Okay... Hngh..." 

I nodded emphatically as I sobbed, and Ms. Goto 
continued to hold me tight. Before I realized it, I was crying 
out loud. 

Ms. Goto's chest felt so warm. 

oK 

"So? Didn't you have something you wanted to ask 
me?" 

When I finally settled down after sobbing for a while, 
Ms. Goto put her teasing smile back on and posed me this 
question. 

Oh yeah. 

There was something I really wanted to ask her. 

"...Ms. Goto." 

I sniffled, then looked at her directly in the eyes in an 
attempt to show her I wouldn't let her get away. 

"Are you in love with Mr. Yoshida?" 

I asked. Ms. Goto's eyes opened wide, and she started 


to laugh. 


“Where did that come from? Is that what you wanted to 
ask?" 

"It's important." 

"To whom?" 

She was answering my question with another question. 
And not just any question; this hit me where it hurt. Still, I 
wasn't going to falter. 

"It's important to me, and to Mr. Yoshida." 

I answered honestly. 

I kept my gaze fixed on hers as I said this, but Ms. Goto 
just looked straight back at me and laughed as if she'd just 
seen something amusing. She didn't say a word. 

"W-well...? Are you?" 

I repeated the question, losing patience with her, but 
Ms. Goto simply smirked and cocked her head. 

This frustrated me further, and I ended up saying 
something I shouldn't have. 

"Mr. Yoshida is... He's in love with you, Ms. Goto...!" 

He really is, but you haven't been showing your true 
feelings. 

That was the meaning I tried to impart. 

Even so, Ms. Goto just snorted, then asked me another 
question back. 


",..Does that upset you?" 


"That's beside the point!" 

"Ahaha, don't get mad! You're so cute!" 

She laughed in amusement, then finally nodded, 
seemingly having contemplated something. 

"I love him. I can't imagine being with anyone else." 

",..Really?" 

"Why would I need to lie about that?" 

"It's just so hard to tell what you're really feeling, Ms. 
Goto..." 

I murmured in response. She nodded her head with a 
grin. 

"Just call me a mysterious woman." 

"I really hate that about you." 

"Ahaha, there it is!" 

Ms. Goto let out a childish cackle, then followed it with 
a quiet sigh. 

"I do love him, really. I've had my eyes on him ever 
since he joined our company. He's surprisingly frank and 
stubborn, and he treats everyone else's lives with so much 
sensitivity. You don't meet many people as kind as he is." 
She said. 

She looked as if she was reflecting on something that 
was truly dear to her. It was the first time I'd seen her 


make that face, and it surprised me somewhat. 


“That's great..." 

I muttered, not realizing what I was saying. 

Ms. Goto side-eyed me and tilted her head to one side. 

“What's great?" 

I answered her question without hesitation. 

"It's great Mr. Yoshida is getting what he wants. That 
makes me so happy." 

At that, a momentary expression, one she hadn't shown 
before now, flashed over her face, but she quickly covered 
it with a smile. 

I wondered what thought had triggered it. 

I couldn't tell whether it was sad, fearful, or angry; it 
was a complex expression that was both passionate and 
dispassionate at the same time. 

"Yeah. It'll be nice if we can get together without any 
trouble." 

"For real. I think it'd be great." 

I nodded. Ms. Goto gave me another misleading smile, 
then crooked her neck to peer into my eyes from her seat 
beside mine. 

"Do I...have your blessing, Sayu?" 

Just as I was about to answer, a picture appeared in my 
mind. 


I pictured Mr. Yoshida and Ms. Goto kissing. 


And then, I saw Mr. Yoshida's bashful smile as he 
embraced her. 

",..O-of course, I'm rooting for you!" 

To that reply, she grinned and said, "Thanks." 

For some reason, I felt a sharp pain in my chest. 

Still, I pretended not to have noticed and continued 
chattering away. 

"Please tell me if I can help with anything! I don't know 
if there's anything I can do to help, but...just let me know if 
there is! And..." 

I couldn't tell if Ms. Goto was smiling at me or not as 
she watched me prattle on; her expression made it hard to 
tell. 

The phone rang, interrupting my monologue. 

I glanced at its lit-up screen and saw that it was my 
manager Calling. 

"Oh, I'm so sorry. I've got a call from my boss at my 
part-time job... Why's he calling at this time?" 

"It's fine! Go take the call." 

I gave Ms. Goto a slight nod, then hurried out of the 
entryway with my phone in hand; I shouldn't take a call 
from work in front of Ms. Goto, after all. 

Tonight of all nights, I was in the mood to give him a 


small piece of my mind. 


* 


The moment Sayu stepped out of the entryway, I felt all 
the tension in my shoulders release. 

“Haaah..." 

A sigh automatically found its way out of me. 

I must have been so nervous. 

Talking about my real feelings always made me so 
tense. 

When Yoshida told me he was letting some high school 
girl stay with him, I came round to see what kind of 
shameless girl he'd found; she turned out to be nothing like 
I'd expected. She was, instead, a modest and polite young 
woman. 

I recognized the look on her face and that certain 
darkness in her eyes. I'd seen it in the mirror time and time 
again when I was in high school. 

"I must've sounded like a bitter old hag..." 

I had obviously been preaching to her. 

How must she have felt? A woman she didn't know 
appeared out of nowhere and suddenly started talking 
down to her. It felt as if she listened to me in the end, but 
she was clearly skeptical at the beginning. I'd probably 


made her feel uncomfortable. 


My personality was slightly warped, so I couldn't draw 
people in with direct words and actions the way Yoshida 
could. However, as I put it all into words and desperately 
tried to convey it to Sayu, I spent the whole time observing 
myself from an outsider's perspective; I came across as 
being all talk. 

Was conveying things always this difficult? It was far 
too late in my life for me to be making that realization. 

There was no one in the office I had to talk honestly 
with. It felt like it'd been a long time since I had such a 
frantic conversation with someone. 

"'Face what you have to, and let people take care of you 
while you still can...'? Speak for yourself, Airi." 

I thought back on what I said to Sayu, and a self- 
deprecating smile crossed my lips. 

I really did have an awful personality. 

I was asking someone else to do what I never could 
when I was a high schooler. 

Sayu was a pure-hearted person, our conversation had 
probably left her thinking that I was actually kind. That, 
however, couldn't have been any further from the truth. 

I saw my past self in her. That's all it was. 

I felt like putting Sayu's life back in order would bring 


me some closure, in regard to who I'd been in the past. 


Yoshida must have felt the same way. 

Although Sayu said that Yoshida's kindness was 
unconditional, somewhere in the back of his mind, he must 
have wanted something from her. 

“Adults are so selfish..." 

I muttered to myself, then let out another sigh. 

That's why I wanted her to live freely and be selfish, 
too. 

She wasn't free, so she needed to learn how to be. 

That's what I really wanted to tell her. 

Despite that, for some reason, I was unable to form the 
words. 

If it was Yoshida, he might be able to... 

I was almost certain that Yoshida could guide her down 
the right path. 

But what shape might her growing feelings for Yoshida 
take? 

I chose not to long for Yoshida until I found out. 

My senses were telling me it wasn't the right time, and 
I knew they weren't wrong. I don't ever want to deal with 
not being able to get what I really want again. 

“What's taking him so long?" 


I felt a faint desire to see his face. 
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